Social psychological studies have long emphasised the importance of openness, disclosure and the sharing of plans for the future to young people's friendships. Recently, similar claims have been made within sociology, but applied to friendships and other relationships practised at various points throughout the life-course. From both these perspectives, it would be expected that as young people come to make decisions about their post-18 destinations, their deliberations would be discussed with close friends. Indeed, various large-scale surveys of the factors affecting young people's higher education choices have indicated that friends may play an important role in this process. However, while these have provided a useful measure of the proportion of young people who discussed their choices with their friends, they have been unable to illuminate the content and length of such discussions, the number of friends with whom discussions were held, or the nature of the friendships of the young people in the sample.
Furthermore, when higher education had been talked about with close friends, it was in almost all cases only after decisions had been taken and was usually prompted by specific events such as handing in UCAS forms or receiving offers. Paul claimed that: 'I didn't find out where people had applied 'til after I had applied' (Interview 4), while the following comments were typical of the young people's reflections on the timing and nature of university-related talk:
RB: Why do you think you haven't talked about it much with that group of friends?
Jim: …I think it's cos UCAS is out of the way now. All the forms have been sent off and we're not really…we just don't talk about it. (Interview 4) Sunita: I've told them [friends] that I'm doing these things and that's it really. I didn't mention some other ones like Bath when I was trying to decide and I was thinking of Sheffield but never mentioned it. (Interview 4)
Lucy: Someone will say 'Oh, I got an offer through' and we'll say 'Oh, where?' and that will be it. (Interview 4).
RB:
Is that something you've talked about quite a bit?
Zoë: A bit when it was like the UCAS time but not so much now cos I've kind of put it behind me, like applying and everything. So I don't really mention it that much. I don't really think we mentioned it that much before either…just a quick 'Oh what do you want to do? Where are you applying?' sort of thing. (Interview 4) Even in the autumn term of the young people's second year at college, when many tutor periods were devoted to higher education applications and most young people were giving serious thought to courses and institutions they would put on their UCAS forms, the amount of time spent discussing choices was extremely limited. The same pattern was repeated in the following term, when most of the students received offers or rejections from the higher education institutions they had applied to and were required to decide on their firm and insurance offers.
The pattern was also common across the whole of the sample of young people from Emily
Davies college: none of the gender differences in conversations about HE noted by Reay (1998a) (with young women more likely than young men to discuss their decisions with friends) were replicated in this study.
The rhetoric of individual choice
During the interviews, when the young people were asked to reflect on the reasons why they had not talked much about higher education with their close friends, some were unable to provide any clear explanation and, instead, seemed surprised that it had not been a more common topic of conversation. Others, however, emphasised what they perceived to be the 'individual' nature of decision-making about HE and the importance of this. In response to specific questions about the influence of friends and family on higher education decisions, many of the young people talked primarily in terms of individual choice, claiming that others had had very little involvement in their decision-making processes. Sunita's and Paul's comments were typical:
Sunita: I didn't want them to like influence me, [to] tell me where to go or something. I wanted to make that decision for myself. I know you can listen to people and at the end of the day make your own decision but I didn't want somebody to say 'Oh, that's a rubbish university' or something, or 'I've been up there, it's not nice' and put me off. This strongly reflects Reay et al.'s (2001a) findings in all but one of the schools and colleges in which they conducted research: in only the further education college did students perceive the HE decision-making process as a collective endeavour. It also echoes the assumptions about the importance of young people making their own choices that were made by many of the middle class parents in Pugsley's (1998) study.
However, the interview data indicate that although the rhetoric of the importance of 'individual choice' was frequently drawn upon by the students to justify particular decisions with respect to friends, decisions not to discuss HE choices were linked strongly to the nature of relationships with friends rather than merely a positive desire to make an 'individual choice.' From this perspective, the young people's recourse to individualistic explanations of their own actions can be seen as a reflection of the assumptions that inform much educational policy (Dwyer and Wyn, 2001) , as well as the language frequently employed in public discourse by politicians and educationalists (Hodkinson et al., 1996) and, in the context of the college, by teachers and careers advisers. In many ways this supports Furlong and Cartmel's (1997) assertion that throughout the education system young people are increasingly expected to negotiate the pathways they take as individuals rather than members of a collectivity. They go on to suggest that this is a result of: the construction of education as a consumer product; the variety of routes and qualifications available to young people; and changing political ideologies (away from the understanding of education as a means to increase equality of opportunity and towards the introduction of free market principles). Indeed, evidence from the UK and abroad suggests that young people frequently downplay the significance of structural factors in their lives and, as a consequence of this, individualise their own successes and failures (Dwyer and Wyn, 2001; Reay et al., 2002) I will argue in this paper that it is possible to understand the apparent reluctance of the young people to engage in conversations about higher education without assuming that it is the result a positive desire to make an 'individual choice'. In doing so, I will draw on some of the reasons put forward by the young people themselves but also on other evidence, provided less directly by the students, when they were talking about their friendships and the wider peer group within the college. In particular, I will suggest that at least part of the explanation is related to the way in which the process of higher education choice emphasises differences between friends.
Over the two years of the study, differences between friends and peers in several areas were highlighted -often by the young people themselves. These included differences in: academic attainment, values, subject areas and the timing of HE decisions. While differences do not necessarily lead to difficulties in talking about HE choices, some of the differences did seem particularly problematic for the young people concerned because of the ways in which they threatened the perceived equality of their friendships. This was exacerbated in some cases by the hierarchical judgements made by the young people about some of these types of difference.
Although few of the differences discussed in the following section were created by the process of HE choice, or by the young people's experiences at sixth form college, they do seem to have placed new tensions upon existing friendships. Indeed, the process of HE choice seems to have played an important role in making explicit previously latent differences. It was these emerging differences that made talking about HE with close friends difficult for many of the young people in this study.
Hierarchical differences
Much of the sociological literature on friendship emphasises the centrality of the perception of equality between those who consider themselves to be friends. For example, Allan (1996) This section will demonstrate how various aspects of the process of HE choice posed a direct threat to this equality by creating or foregrounding differences between the young people.
Differences in academic attainment
One of the most significant differences between friends and peers was that in academic attainment. Although several of the young people claimed that they had been aware of differences in academic attainment within their friendship group before arriving at Emily Davies College, it was only when embarking upon the process of HE choice that these differences gained such significance. Predicted grades determined, to a large extent, what courses and institutions could be considered by individual students and, thus, were seen by the young people has having serious implications for future careers. Becky articulated this well:
I mean we have always been different in that I've sort of been, you know, higher up in classes and grades and everything, but it's never really mattered. She [best friend] has felt as though she had to try and live up to the same standards because she was my best friend and everything but, you know, it got to a certain point when she realised [there was no point] bothering. But now it's back to that point only it's much worse cos it's such a difference: her being here in college for a third year and me going to Oxford.
(Interview 5)
These differences, highlighted by HE choice, were exacerbated in some friendship groups by the relatively recent emergence of academic differences. For example, Zoë and Charlotte's friendship group seemed to be predicated upon common levels of high attainment. Both young women emphasised this in the early interviews when I asked them what were the best things about being part of their particular friendship group:
Zoë: …we're all sort of -this will sound quite big-headed -clever people so we're all on a par with one another. Nobody feels inferior in that way.
You might be friends with someone who didn't do very well in their exams and they might not feel happy with you and you might not feel However, by the end of their first year at Emily Davies College differences were apparent:
Would you say they are predicted the same sort of grades as you?
Charlotte: Yes. They are all predicted As and Bs. Although the more we've been here, the more our grades have separated out. Like Zoë's the one with all the As, As, As and there are a few people who get lower grades and I am somewhere in the middle….it's strange because normally we all used to get exactly the same results and now it's a lot more varied. (Interview 3) The difficulty of talking about HE options with friends of a different attainment level was emphasised by almost all the young people at different points throughout the study. They were concerned not to 'brag' about their own attainment and likely HE prospects if they had achieved grades higher than their friends. Equally, those with lower grades were also reluctant to talk about HE with their friends because it emphasised these differences: (Interview 4)
Differences in choice of institutions
Not only were the young people aware of the differences in academic attainment between themselves and their friends, but many anticipated that this would lead to them attending different 'types' of university. Numerous studies have highlighted the hierarchical nature of the British HE system and the distinction between 'Oxbridge', 'old' universities and their 'new' counterparts that is frequently drawn by employers, students and their parents 2 (Ainley, 1994; Brown and Scase, 1994) . The basis upon which the young people at Emily Davies College categorized universities and colleges differed both between friendship groups and between individuals. Nonetheless, almost all employed some kind of ranking system to differentiate between institutions and most made some link between academic ability and type of HEI. Steve was explicit about how he perceived this relationship. In the second round of interviews, he claimed that within his friendship group there were three 'bands' of ability: those who got As and who were 'pretty much up there'; a 'mid-range band', who typically achieved Bs and Cs at college (and in which he located himself); and a third band of young people, for whom a C grade was a considerable achievement. He then mapped these bands on to three equivalent groups of university, with the expectation that the differences in the attainment of his friends would be reflected in the differences in the status of the HEIs they attended. Once these hierarchies had been constructed, it seemed that they served to suppress discussion of certain HE choices within some friendship groups. Indeed, Steve went on to claim that:
On some aspects people are bothered, yet on another plane people don't really want to talk about it because they don't want to be seen as probably inferior. I, myself, wouldn't look on anyone less if they said they wanted to go to Southampton Institute or somewhere which, let's face it, isn't up there really, but I think quite a few of us are quite self-conscious in what everyone else thinks of us. (Interview 2)
Differences in choice of subjects
While the majority of hierarchies were constructed around perceived academic ability and/or institutional status, for some young people the status attached to particular subjects was also important. Zoë and Charlotte's friendship group seemed to be highly sensitive to the status of degree subjects, but much less aware of the reputation of higher education institutions. In part this can be explained by the subject focus of the group: almost all members had, on entry to Emily Davies College, been keen to study medicine -and had generally changed their minds only when they felt that their grades would not be high enough to gain entry to this particular course. This appeared to have made discussions about universities problematic.
Zoë: I decided I wanted to be a doctor in Year 8 and have stuck with it all the way through. And then in Year 9 Sinead was like, 'Oh, I want to do medicine' and then we all got our results and she got amazing GCSE grades -all the teachers were like, 'Now Sinead can be a doctor!' And then Charlotte wanted to be a doctor and so we all wanted to do medicine. Within other friendship groups, there was also a small number of subjects to which a particular status was attached. These included media studies within Paul's group and classical civilisation within Mark and Steve's group. Both subjects were seen as of low status within the respective groups and individuals who expressed an interest in studying them were often teased.
The significance of difference
The identification of differences does not, of course, necessarily entail difficulties. However, the differences between the young people in the areas discussed above were imbued with greater significance because of the hierarchical nature of the judgements that the young people attached to them. Differences in academic attainment, higher education institution and, for some, proposed course of study at HE and future career, were not seen as value-neutral. In almost all friendship groups, differences in these areas were explicitly or implicitly ranked.
Through the construction of hierarchies (of institutions, degree subjects and levels of academic attainment), friends and peers exerted an important influence on young people's decisions.
However, it is also the case that such influences served, simultaneously, to restrict conversations about higher education. As the young people engaged in the decision-making process with regards to HE, they became more aware of the differences between themselves and their friends,
and it became more difficult for them to discuss HE without undermining the perceived equality of their friendships. Indeed, in contrast to some other studies of young people's friendships (Holland et al., 1993; Mac an Ghaill, 1994) , maintaining a perception of equality appeared to be equally important to the young men and the young women (and is discussed further in another paper from this research -see Brooks, forthcoming). In relation to issues such as attainment, likely place of study and, for some young people, course and career, it was not simply a matter of making different choices. These differences were positioned hierarchically, thus putting substantial pressure on the perceived equality of many friendships.
Even when young people were not sure of their own positioning, they were acutely aware of the consequences of making claims about it. For example, several students were concerned to ensure that they were not perceived by their friends and peers as over-confident, aspiring to too high a position on the hierarchy. Both Paul and Sunita revealed that there were some aspects of their choices that they were reluctant to share with friends because of the possibility that they might fail to achieve their goals. Such concerns highlight the importance the young people The hierarchical nature of educational markets has been highlighted within the literature on secondary school choice (Gewirtz et al., 1995; Lauder and Hughes, 1999) as well as within studies of HE (Ainley, 1994; Ball et al., 2002; Brown and Scase, 1994; Hutchings and Archer, 2001; Reay et al., 2001b) . This may suggest that by the time they embark upon the HE decision-making process young people already have an acute awareness of issues of difference and how this relates to educational choice and selection. However, I would argue that the process of HE choice is different from that of choosing a secondary school or sixth-form college in several important respects. First, young people themselves are much more likely to be actively involved in choosing a higher education institution than a secondary school due to the age difference and the requirements of the application process. Second, the level of selection differs markedly between HE and school or college. Although Emily Davies College did set minimum requirements (in terms of GCSE grades) for most of its courses, none of the young people had difficulty being accepted. Thus, level of GCSE attainment relative to friends would have carried little significance for most of the young people in terms of entry to particular courses (or institutions). Furthermore, as around 70 per cent of young people now go on to fulltime, post-compulsory education (rising to about 91 per cent of those with five or more GCSEs at grades A*-C) (DfESb, 2001) , the post-16 transition was not a particularly significant one for these young people: few had many close friends who had chosen to leave education after their GCSEs. For these reasons, young people's higher education choices can be seen as qualitatively different from those they made about their sixth-form education and help to explain why differences, such as that in academic attainment, came to carry a new level of significance.
Few studies that have focused on educational choice have alluded to the importance of maintaining a mutual perception of equality in friendships. The exception is Ball et al.'s (2000) research in which brief mention is made of the difficulties 'high-achieving Rachel' faced talking to her old school friends about her higher education choices 'because she did not want to sound as if she was bragging' (p.80), particularly when her friends did not have the same choices available to them (see also Brooks, forthcoming). The differences in attainment between friends at Emily Davies College were often not as great as those between Rachel and her friends who had 'scraped through their GCSEs and are scraping through their A Levels' (p.80). However, for some of the Emily Davies students, comparison with friends was potentially more difficult because they involved some 'repositioning' for those who had previously considered themselves to be 'high achievers' (particularly in the case of Zoë and Charlotte's friendship group).
I guess cos I had my UCAS form done so early they got to talk about that and I was like,
'Oh well, I've done mine', [that] kind of thing. (Interview 4)
The 'distance' of HE In many ways, these differences in the timing of HE-related activities and choices, and thus talk, was determined by how distant the young people perceived higher education to be. Those who considered it a long way off had less motivation than others to think about their options, make decisions and talk about it with their friends. For example, at the time of the second round of interviews (during the young people's second term in the college), those who had started thinking seriously about courses and institutions all considered higher education to be relatively close. Becky and Zoë were typical of this group:
Becky: I started to feel quite nervous, thinking about it [university] being so soon, that we have to start thinking about it and applying, and just the thought that you're not going to be at college for very long. (Interview 2) Zoë: It's getting…I know you're not applying till next year but you still have to start thinking about it so you don't leave it all to the last minute.
(Interview 2) Furthermore, at this point several students indicated that they were already drawing on their 'cultural capital' (Bourdieu, 1997) to identify and pursue specific activities which they felt would strengthen their university applications. Zoë had begun work in an old people's home (in preparation for her application to read medicine), and Simon talked about taking up a sport to signal his 'rounded personality'. For others, however, higher education was a distant prospect and a low priority. Jim claimed:
It's quite a way away. Well, it's not really but I think it is and I really don't think it's worth worrying too much about at the moment. (Interview 2)
In Jim's friendship group and in some others, conversation instead revolved around more immediate concerns such as coursework, exams and social life. In many ways these differences reflect those revealed by Ball et al. (2000) in their study of young people in Greater London.
They argue that the future was not of equal importance to all their respondents: some were 'planners' while others showed 'a disposition towards the present, a sense of deferral' (p.145), placing emphasis instead on leisure and pleasure.
These differences in outlook were maintained throughout the study. For example, during the fifth round of interviews (during the spring term of the second year), when most of the young people were coming to a decision about their firm and insurance offers, several of the 'planners'
were already giving serious consideration to their plans for when they left university:
Becky: Now that I know that university is sort…well, it's not like completely In the accounts of these young people, the reflexive 'life planning' discussed by Giddens (1991) and du Bois Reymond (1998) is played out. Their life plans, or the 'substantial content of the reflexively organised trajectory of the self' (Giddens, 1991, p.85) , were on-going projects throughout the two years of the study and serve to distinguish them from the other young people in the study. Indeed, the differences between these young people and the others involved in the research provide a good illustration of du Bois Reymond's distinction between 'choice' and 'normal' biographies.
Amongst the students at Emily Davies College, there was a strong correlation between level of attainment (in terms of GCSE grades and predicted A Level results) and such considerations about time and life course. Previous studies have highlighted strong class-based differences in relation to conceptualisations of 'educational life' (Bernstein, 1997) and acquisition of cultural capital (Allat, 1996; Brown, 1997; Reay, 1998b) . Pugsley (1998) has also provided a convincing account of how young people's perceptions of the 'distance' of HE and their planning processes with regard to university entry differed markedly according to their social class. However, in this project, such attitudes were more evidently associated with academic attainment than with either social class or level of parental education. A possible explanation could be that the young people were working with different time frames; the high achievers had always been certain that they would go on to higher education and so choosing a university seemed like an obvious next step, the natural progression from college. For others, who had not been considering higher education from an early age, it may have seemed more of a significant move, very different from college. This is supported by evidence from four students (during the three interviews in the first year) who stated that they were unwilling to think about higher education because it involved making significant decisions about their futures. These anxieties certainly help to explain why some young people did not discuss higher education in any depth with many friends and peers during their first year at college.
Differing amounts of 'free' time
The timing of talk was also related to the amount of time the young people had available to start thinking about their HE choices and to research various options. Differences here were more common between friendship groups than within them, and also showed a correlation with academic ability. In the first year at college, many students stated that they had had little time to devote to thinking about higher education because of coursework, exams and/or problems coping with the volume of work. For example, during the third round of interviews, several students explained how they had decided not to go any open days because they believed that their college work would suffer:
RB:
Have you visited any universities yet?
Furthermore, it would seem that by avoiding discussions with those perceived as at a different stage of the process, interested in a different subject or with different amounts of time to spend on the decision-making process, young people may have viewed the role of their friends in a very pragmatic way. By excluding those constructed as 'different', the students seemed to be defining an instrumental role for their friends. Higher education was reserved as a topic of conversation for close friends only if they served some 'pragmatic' purpose. This appears to be a good illustration of Roberts' (1995) 'structured fragmentation': although young people's life chances (and thus their higher education opportunities) remain, to a large extent, structured, the individualistic way in which young people conceive them 'reduces solidaristic sentiments and conceptions of mutual interest' (p.116).
Discussion
This paper has shown that the young people at Emily Davies College did not discuss their higher education deliberations, or indeed their choices, with their friends at any length. This contrasts with the high profile given to peer and friend influences in previous quantitative studies of young people's higher education choice. Nevertheless, it is not necessarily inconsistent with such findings. Roberts and Allen (1997) , for example, state that over 70 per cent of their respondents had discussed their choice of both subject and institution with their friends.
However, as I noted earlier, they make no claims about the content and length of such discussions, the number of friends with whom discussions were held or upon the nature of the friendships of the young people in the sample. Indeed, it would be difficult for a quantitative study to provide this level of detail. The research at Emily Davies College would suggest that while a majority of students may tell at least some of their friends where they are planning to
apply and for what subject, Roberts and Allen's statistics (and those that have emerged from several other quantitative studies) mask both the complexity of the process of talking about HE choices with friends and the often problematic nature of such discussions.
In reflecting on his study of the patterns of consumption of young people, Miles (2000) Instead, I have argued that they avoided conversations about their likely HE choice because, for many of them, such discussions were often extremely difficult. Many of these difficulties stemmed from the hierarchical judgements that the young people made about differences (particularly those concerned with academic attainment, higher education institution and, to a limited extent, degree subject). Such hierarchical judgements served, in many cases, to undermine the perceived equality of the friendship tie, or at least to emphasise previously latent differences, and for this reason were avoided. Furlong and Cartmel (1997) Pahl, 1998) . It would be expected therefore, that if the friendships of the young people in this study resembled 'pure relationships', openness about and disclosure of higher education plans would play a significant part in the practice of their friendships. However, as this paper has shown, very few of the Emily Davies students discussed their deliberations about the universities and courses they were thinking of applying to at any length with their close friends. This was apparent throughout their two years at sixth-form college, and applied equally to: young men and young women; relatively high achievers and relatively low achievers; and members of all the friendship groups involved in the research.
Although most of the young people did tell at least some of their friends where they were
applying and for what subject, this was generally after they had completed their UCAS forms and thus when most decisions had already been taken. Prolonged discussion of potential options was notably absent from the friendships of these young people. As discussed above, the young people found such discussions very difficult because of the differences they highlighted.
Thus, it seems that this study offers little support for the claim that late modernity has witnessed the emergence of a new form of friendship, one that is predicated upon openness, disclosure and the sharing of life plans. Instead, it supports Jamieson's (1998) contention that the constraints placed on friendships by social divisions, amongst others, 'illustrate how far removed everyday friendships are from the "pure relationship"' (p.105).
While this research helps to contextualise previous quantitative studies of HE choice and raises some questions about current theorising in relation to both processes of 'individualization' and the practice of friendship, it may also have implications for the way in which careers education and guidance is delivered -in schools and colleges and/or under the auspices of the new 'Connexions Service'. Contrary to some of the assumptions that are made about the role of friends in popular university guides and some careers guidance material, my research would suggest that it is unwise to assume that friends and peers offer an effective method of disseminating information about higher education courses or institutions. As demonstrated above, friends rarely discussed their university choices in any detail, largely because of the differences such conversations highlighted, and in only a few cases did the young people cite their friends as direct sources of information about HE. This may indicate that teachers and careers/personal advisers cannot assume a 'cascade' model of information flow, even between close friends. Moreover, it suggests that any careers activities in schools and colleges based on group work or discussions with peers may be very difficult for young people because of the tensions between friends that such conversations appear to exacerbate. This is not to advocate that advisers strive to 'individualise' the process further; indeed, Reay et al. (2002) have shown how a minority of students in their study benefited from a 'collective' process of HE-decision making. However, it does suggest that advisers need to be mindful of the 'differences and difficulties' that, for many young people and their friends, seem to be brought into sharp relief by the process of HE choice. 
